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An unassuming family struggles to keep up with the ruthless pace of progress in “a genuinely
brilliant novel” from a Nobel Prize winner (Chicago Tribune). A Los Angeles Times Best Book of
the Year and a New York Times Notable Book Cipriano Algor, an elderly potter, lives with his
daughter Marta and her husband Marçal in a small village on the outskirts of The Center, an
imposing complex of shops, apartments, and offices. Marçal works there as a security guard,
and Cipriano drives him to work each day before delivering his own humble pots and jugs. On
one such trip, he is told not to make any more deliveries. People prefer plastic,
apparently. Unwilling to give up his craft, Cipriano tries his hand at making ceramic dolls.
Astonishingly, The Center places an order for hundreds, and Cipriano and Marta set to work—
until the order is cancelled and the penniless trio must move from the village into The Center.
When mysterious sounds of digging emerge from beneath their new apartment, Cipriano and
Marçal investigate; what they find transforms the family’s life, in a novel that is both “irrepressibly
funny” (The Christian Science Monitor) and a “triumph” (The Washington Post Book World). “The
struggle of the individual against bureaucracy and anonymity is one of the great subjects of
modern literature, and Saramago is often matched with Kafka as one of its premier exponents.
Apt as the comparison is, it doesn’t convey the warmth and rueful human dimension of novels
like Blindness and All the Names. Those qualities are particularly evident in his latest brilliant,
dark allegory, which links the encroaching sterility of modern life to the parable of Plato’s cave . . .
[a] remarkably generous and eloquent novel.” —Publishers Weekly Translated from the
Portuguese by Margaret Jull Costa

Praise for The Cave “Nothing about The Cave feels like the work of either an old man of 80 or a
world-famous author playing it safe. . . . It is yet another triumph . . . for Portugal’s, or even the
world’s, greatest living novelist. Read it.” —The Washington Post Book World “As with Proust, to
be drawn into a Saramago sentence is to be drawn into a world that takes shape out of a
maze. . . . His human voices wake us and we live.” —The New York Times Book ReviewAbout the
AuthorJOSÉ SARAMAGO (1922–2010) was the author of many novels, among them Blindness,
All the Names, BaltasarandBlimunda, and The Year of the Death of Ricardo Reis. In 1998 he
was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.José Saramago is a master at pacing. Readers
unfamiliar with the work of this Portuguese Nobel Prize winner would do well to begin with The
Cave, a novel of ideas, shaded with suspense. Spare and pensive, The Cave follows the
fortunes of an aging potter, Cipriano Algor, beginning with his weekly delivery of plates to the
Center, a high-walled, windowless shopping complex, residential community, and nerve center
that dominates the region. What sells at the Center will sell everywhere else, and what the
Center rejects can barely be given away in the surrounding towns and villages. The news for



Cipriano that morning isn't good. Half of his regular pottery shipment is rejected, and he is told
that the consumers now prefer plastic tableware. Over the next week, he and his grown daughter
Marta grieve for their lost craft, but they gradually open their eyes to the strange bounty of their
new condition: a stray dog adopts them, and a lovely widow enters Cipriano's life. When they are
invited to live at the Center, it seems ungracious to refuse, but there are strange developments
under the complex and a troubling increase in security, and Cipriano changes all their fates by
deciding to investigate. In Saramago's able hands, what might have become a dry social
allegory is a delicately elaborated story of individualism and unexpected love. --Regina Marler --
This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From Library JournalIn another of
Saramago's haunting fables, an elderly potter has turned to making dolls for sale at the Center, a
huge complex of shops near his village. But a chance discovery at the Center sends him and his
family fleeing in terror.Copyright 2002 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.From Publishers WeeklyThe struggle of the individual against
bureaucracy and anonymity is one of the great subjects of modern literature, and Saramago is
often matched with Kafka as one of its premier exponents. Apt as the comparison is, it doesn't
convey the warmth and rueful human dimension of novels like Blindness and All the Names.
Those qualities are particularly evident in his latest brilliant, dark allegory, which links the
encroaching sterility of modern life to the parable of Plato's cave. Widowed Cipriano Algor is a
64-year-old Portuguese potter who finds his business collapsing when the demand dries up for
his elegant, handcrafted wares. His potential fate seems worse than poverty-to move with his
daughter, Marta, and his son-in-law, Mar‡al Gacho, into a huge, arid complex known as "The
Center," where Gacho works as a security guard. But Algor gets an order from the Center for
hundreds of small ceramic figurines, a task that has Marta and Algor hustling to meet the
delivery date. Saramago's flowing, luminous prose (beautifully translated by Costa) serves him
well in the early going as he portrays the intricacies of Algor's artistic life and the beginning of his
friendship with a widow he meets at the cemetery. The middle chapters bog down as the author
lingers over the process of creating the dolls and the family's ongoing debate over Algor's future.
But Saramago makes up for the brief slow stretch with a stunning ending after the doll project
crashes, when Algor becomes a resident of the Center and finds a shocking surprise in a cave
unearthed beneath it. The characters are as finely crafted as Algor's pottery, and Saramago
deserves special kudos for his one-dog canine chorus, a stray mutt named Found that Algor
adopts as his emotional sounding board. Saramago has an extraordinary ability to make a
complex narrative read like a simple parable. This remarkably generous and eloquent novel is
another landmark work from an 80-year-old literary giant who remains at the height of his
powers.Copyright 2002 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.ReviewPRAISE FOR THE CAVE"Nothing about The Cave feels like the
work of either an old man of 80 or a world-famous author playing it safe. . . . It is yet another
triumph . . . for Portugal's, or even the world's, greatest living novelist. Read it."--The Washington
Post Book World"As with Proust, to be drawn into a Saramago sentence is to be drawn into a



world that takes shape out of a maze. . . . His human voices wake us and we live."--The New York
Times Book Review"A gripping, beautifully written, utterly enchanting, archaically romantic, and,
at times, devastating take on ordinary people struggling to survive." (Book Magazine )"Another
masterpiece from a remarkable writer who really may be, as many readers believe, the greatest
living novelist." (Boston Globe )"Arguably the greatest writer of our time. He throw[s] a dazzling
flash of lightning on his subjects." (Chicago Tribune )What truly elevates-- is Saramago's style;
this fantastically agile, irrepressibly funny, sympathetic, cerebral, and sometimes even corny
voice." (Christian Science Monitor )"The teensiest bit of plot is meaningfully, accessibly
stretched into something enormous." (Entertainment Weekly )"We'll say it again: Saramago is
the finest novelist, bar none." (starred review Kirkus )"Saramago's long fluid sentences, richly
stocked with folk wisdom, lend his novels a rare quality of permanence." (Los Angeles Times
Book Review )"An unassuming tour de force." (Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel )"Loving
collaboration that insists on the value of independence and a firm belief that art can't be
separated from life." (New York Newsday )"A compassionate study of loyalty, love and the ways
in which people face the forces trying to obliterate their spirit." (Francine Prose People
Magazine )"Saramago says he is really an essayist who took to writing novels. This is true. But
the novels are masterly." (Seattle Times )"A densely textured, wonderfully resonant reworking of
Plato's allegory." (Time Out New York ) --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Book DescriptionPublished in hardcover by Harcourt, 2002, 0-15-100414-5--This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From the Back CoverA Los Angeles Times Best
BookA New York Times Notable Book"[The Cave] is yet another triumph . . . for Portugal's, or
even the world's, greatest living novelist. Read it."-The Washington Post Book WorldCipriano
Algor, an elderly potter, lives with his daughter Marta and her husband Marcal in a small village
on the outskirts of The Center, an imposing complex of shops and apartments to which Cipriano
delivers his wares. One day, he is told not to make any more deliveries. Unwilling to give up his
craft, Cipriano tries his hand at making ceramic dolls. Astonishingly, The Center places an order
for hundreds. But just as suddenly, the order is cancelled and the penniless three have to move
from the village into The Center. When mysterious sounds of digging emerge from beneath their
new apartment, Ciprianoand Marcal investigate; what they find transforms the family's life. Filled
with the depth, humor, and extraordinary philosophical richness that marks each of Saramago's
novels, The Cave is one of the essential books of our time."As with Proust, to be drawn into a
Saramago sentence is to be drawn into a world that takes shape out of a maze. . . . His human
voices wake us and we live."-The New York Times Book ReviewJOSE SARAMAGO is one of the
most acclaimed writers in the world today. He is the author of numerous novels, including All the
Names and Blindness. In 1998 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. -Chicago
TribuneMARGARET JULL COSTA has established herself as the premier translator of
Portuguese literature into English today, and her previous renderings of Saramago's novels are
highly acclaimed."--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by
permission. All rights reserved.The man driving the truck is called Cipriano Algor, he is a potter



by profession and is sixty-four years old, although he certainly does not look his age. The man
sitting beside him is his son-in-law, Marçal Gacho, and he is not yet thirty. Nevertheless, from his
face too, you would think him much younger. As you will have noticed, attached to their first
names both these men have unusual family names, whose origin, meaning, and reason they do
not know. They would probably be most put out to learn that "algor" means the intense cold one
feels in one's body before a fever sets in, and that "gacho" is neither more nor less than the part
of an ox's neck on which the yoke rests. The younger man is wearing a uniform, but is unarmed.
The older man has on an ordinary jacket and a pair of more or less matching trousers, and his
shirt is soberly buttoned up to the neck, with no tie. The hands grasping the wheel are large and
strong, peasant's hands, and yet, perhaps because of the daily contact with soft clay inevitable
in his profession, they also suggest sensitivity. There is nothing unusual about Marçal Gacho's
right hand, but there is a scar on the back of his left hand that looks like the mark left by a burn, a
diagonal line that goes from the base of his thumb to the base of his little finger. The truck does
not really deserve the name of truck, since it is really only a medium-sized van, of a kind now out
of date, and it is laden with crockery. When the two men left home, twenty kilometers back, the
day had barely begun to dawn, but now the morning has filled the world with sufficient light for
one to notice Marçal Gacho's scar and to speculate about the sensitivity of Cipriano Algor's
hands. The two men are traveling slowly because of the fragile nature of the load and also
because of the uneven road surface. The delivery of merchandise not considered to be of
primary or even secondary importance, as is the case with plain ordinary crockery, is carried out,
in accordance with the official timetables, at mid-morning, and the only reason these two men
got up so early is that Marçal Gacho has to clock in at least half an hour before the doors of the
Center open to the public. On the days when he does not have to give his son-in-law a lift but still
has crockery to deliver, Cipriano Algor does not have to get up quite so early. However, every ten
days, he is the one who goes to fetch Marçal Gacho from work so that the latter can spend the
forty hours with his family to which he is entitled, and, afterward, Cipriano Algor is also the one
who, with or without crockery in the back of the van, punctually returns him to his responsibilities
and duties as a security guard. Cipriano Algor's daughter, who is called Marta and bears the
family names of Isasca, from her late mother, and Algor, from her father, only enjoys the
presence of her husband at home and in bed for six nights and three days every month. On the
previous night, she became pregnant, although she does not know this yet.The area they are
driving through is dull and dirty, not worth a second glance. Someone gave these vast and
decidedly unrural expanses the technical name of the Agricultural Belt and also, by poetic
analogy, the Green Belt, but the only landscape the eyes can see on either side of the road,
covering many thousands of apparently uninterrupted hectares, are vast, rectangular, flat-roofed
structures, made of neutral-colored plastic which time and dust have gradually turned gray or
brown. Beneath them, where the eyes of passersby cannot reach, plants are growing. Now and
then, trucks and tractors with trailers laden with vegetables emerge from side roads onto the
main road, but most of these deliveries are done at night, and those appearing now either have



express and exceptional permission to deliver late or else they must have overslept. Marçal
Gacho discreetly pushed back the left sleeve of his jacket to look at his watch, he is worried
because the traffic is gradually becoming denser and because he knows that, from now on,
once they enter the Industrial Belt, things will only get worse. His father-in-law saw the gesture,
but said nothing, this son-in-law of his is a nice fellow, but very nervous, one of those people
who was born anxious, always fretting about the passage of time, even if he has more than
enough, in which case he never seems to know quite how to fill it, time, that is. What will he be
like when he's my age, he thought. They left the Agricultural Belt behind them, and the road,
which grows dirtier now, crosses the Industrial Belt, cutting a swath through not only factory
buildings of every size, shape, and type, but also fuel tanks, both spherical and cylindrical,
electricity substations, networks of pipes, air ducts, suspension bridges, tubes of every
thickness, some red, some black, chimneys belching out pillars of toxic fumes into the
atmosphere, long-armed cranes, chemical laboratories, oil refineries, fetid, bitter, sickly odors,
the strident noise of drilling, the buzz of mechanical saws, the brutal thud of steam hammers
and, very occasionally, a zone of silence, where no one knows exactly what is being produced.
That was when Cipriano Algor said, Don't worry, we'll get there on time, I'm not worried, replied
his son-in-law, only just managing to conceal his anxiety, Of course you're not, but you know
what I mean, said Cipriano Algor. He turned the van into a side road reserved for local traffic,
Let's take a shortcut down here, he said, if the police ask us why we're here, just remember what
we agreed, we had some business to deal with at one of these factories before we went into
town. Marçal Gacho took a deep breath, whenever the traffic on the main road got bad, his
father-in-law would always, sooner or later, take a detour. What worried him was that he might
get distracted and decide to make the turn too late. Fortunately, despite all his fears and his
father-in-law's warnings, they had never yet been stopped by the police, One day, he'll realize
that I'm not a little boy any more, thought Marçal, and that he doesn't have to remind me every
time about how we have business to deal with at one of the factories. It did not occur to either of
them that the real reason behind the continued tolerance or benevolent indifference of the traffic
police was Marçal Gacho's uniform, that of a security guard working at the Center, rather than
the result of multiple random lucky breaks or of stubborn fate, as they would doubtless have said
if asked why they thought they had so far escaped being fined. Had Marçal Gacho known this,
he might have made more of the weight of authority conferred on him by his uniform, and had
Cipriano Algor known this, he might have spoken to his son-in-law with less ironic
condescension. It is true what people say, the young have the ability, but lack the wisdom, and
the old have the wisdom, but lack the ability.Once past the Industrial Belt, the city finally begins,
not the city proper, for that can be seen beyond, touched by the caress of the first, rosy light of
the sun, and what greets one are chaotic conglomerations of shacks made by their ill-housed
inhabitants out of whatever mostly flimsy materials might help to keep out the elements,
especially the rain and the cold. It is, as the inhabitants of the city put it, a frightening place.
Here, every now and then, and in the name of the classical axiom which says that necessity



knows no law, a truck laden with food is held up and emptied of its contents before you can say
knife. The modus operandi, which is extremely efficient, was devised and developed after a
prolonged period of collective reflection on the results of earlier attempts whose failure, as
immediately became apparent, was due to a total lack of strategy, to antiquated tactics, if one
could glorify them with that name, and, lastly, to a poor and erratic coordination of forces, which
amounted, in practice, to a system of every man for himself. Since the flow of traffic was almost
continuous throughout the night, blocking the road in order to stop one truck, which was their
first plan of action, meant that the assailants fell into their own trap, for behind that truck came
others, bringing reinforcements and immediate help for the driver in distress. The solution to the
problem, quite brilliant, as the police themselves privately acknowledged, consisted in dividing
the assailants into two groups, one tactical, the other strategic, and in erecting two barriers
instead of one, the tactical group swiftly blocking the road after one sufficiently isolated truck
had passed, and the strategic group, a few hundred meters farther up the road and informed of
this action by the predetermined signal of a flashing light, equally rapidly setting up a second
barrier where the ill-fated vehicle would have no alternative but to stop and allow itself to be
robbed. No roadblock was required for the vehicles traveling in the opposite direction, the drivers
themselves would stop when they saw what was going on up ahead. A third group, the rapid
intervention force, was responsible for dissuading any bold attempt at solidarity with a rain of
stones. The barriers were built out of large boulders transported on stretchers, and, afterward,
some of the actual assailants, swearing blind that they had had nothing to do with the robbery,
would help to move the boulders onto the hard shoulder, It's people like them that give our area
a bad name, we're honest folk, they would say, and the drivers of the other trucks, anxious to
have the road cleared so that they would not arrive late at the Center, merely responded, Yeah,
sure. Cipriano Algor's van has been saved from such incidents en route mainly because he
nearly always travels through these areas by day. At least, up until now. Indeed, since
earthenware crockery usually appears on poor tables and tends to break fairly easily, the potter
is not entirely safe, for, who knows, some woman, one of the many who struggle to make ends
meet in these shantytowns, might one day say to the head of the household, We need... --This
text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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ContentsTitle PageContentsCopyrightDedicationEpigraphTHE CAVEReading Group
GuideAbout the Author and Translator© José Saramago e Editorial Caminho, SA, Lisboa—
2000English translation copyright © 2002 by Margaret Jull CostaAll rights reserved. No part of
this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system,
without permission in writing from the publisher.For information about permission to reproduce
selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York
10016.This is a translation of A CavernaThe Library of Congress has cataloged the print edition
as follows:Saramago, José.[Caverna. English]The cave/José Saramago; translated from the
Portuguese by Margaret Jull Costa.—1st U.S. ed.p. cm.0-15-100414-50-15-602879-4 (pbk.)I.
Costa, Margaret Jull. II. Title.PQ9281.A66 C3813 2002869.3'42—dc21 2002002355e
978-0-547-53798-6v4.0716For PilarWhat a strange scene you describeand what strange
prisoners,They are just like us.—Plato, The Republic, Book VIIThe man driving the truck is called
Cipriano Algor, he is a potter by profession and is sixty-four years old, although he certainly does
not look his age. The man sitting beside him is his son-in-law, Marçal Gacho, and he is not yet
thirty. Nevertheless, from his face too, you would think him much younger. As you will have
noticed, attached to their first names both these men have unusual family names, whose origin,
meaning, and reason they do not know. They would probably be most put out to learn that “algor”
means the intense cold one feels in one’s body before a fever sets in, and that “gacho” is neither
more nor less than the part of an ox’s neck on which the yoke rests. The younger man is wearing
a uniform, but is unarmed. The older man has on an ordinary jacket and a pair of more or less
matching trousers, and his shirt is soberly buttoned up to the neck, with no tie. The hands
grasping the wheel are large and strong, peasant’s hands, and yet, perhaps because of the daily
contact with soft clay inevitable in his profession, they also suggest sensitivity. There is nothing
unusual about Marçal Gacho’s right hand, but there is a scar on the back of his left hand that
looks like the mark left by a burn, a diagonal line that goes from the base of his thumb to the
base of his little finger. The truck does not really deserve the name of truck, since it is really only
a medium-sized van, of a kind now out of date, and it is laden with crockery. When the two men
left home, twenty kilometers back, the day had barely begun to dawn, but now the morning has
filled the world with sufficient light for one to notice Marçal Gacho’s scar and to speculate about
the sensitivity of Cipriano Algor’s hands. The two men are traveling slowly because of the fragile
nature of the load and also because of the uneven road surface. The delivery of merchandise
not considered to be of primary or even secondary importance, as is the case with plain ordinary
crockery, is carried out, in accordance with the official timetables, at mid-morning, and the only
reason these two men got up so early is that Marçal Gacho has to clock in at least half an hour
before the doors of the Center open to the public. On the days when he does not have to give his
son-in-law a lift but still has crockery to deliver, Cipriano Algor does not have to get up quite so
early. However, every ten days, he is the one who goes to fetch Marçal Gacho from work so that



the latter can spend the forty hours with his family to which he is entitled, and, afterward,
Cipriano Algor is also the one who, with or without crockery in the back of the van, punctually
returns him to his responsibilities and duties as a security guard. Cipriano Algor’s daughter, who
is called Marta and bears the family names of Isasca, from her late mother, and Algor, from her
father, only enjoys the presence of her husband at home and in bed for six nights and three days
every month. On the previous night, she became pregnant, although she does not know this
yet.The area they are driving through is dull and dirty, not worth a second glance. Someone gave
these vast and decidedly unrural expanses the technical name of the Agricultural Belt and also,
by poetic analogy, the Green Belt, but the only landscape the eyes can see on either side of the
road, covering many thousands of apparently uninterrupted hectares, are vast, rectangular, flat-
roofed structures, made of neutral-colored plastic which time and dust have gradually turned
gray or brown. Beneath them, where the eyes of passersby cannot reach, plants are growing.
Now and then, trucks and tractors with trailers laden with vegetables emerge from side roads
onto the main road, but most of these deliveries are done at night, and those appearing now
either have express and exceptional permission to deliver late or else they must have overslept.
Marçal Gacho discreetly pushed back the left sleeve of his jacket to look at his watch, he is
worried because the traffic is gradually becoming denser and because he knows that, from now
on, once they enter the Industrial Belt, things will only get worse. His father-in-law saw the
gesture, but said nothing, this son-in-law of his is a nice fellow, but very nervous, one of those
people who was born anxious, always fretting about the passage of time, even if he has more
than enough, in which case he never seems to know quite how to fill it, time, that is. What will he
be like when he’s my age, he thought. They left the Agricultural Belt behind them, and the road,
which grows dirtier now, crosses the Industrial Belt, cutting a swath through not only factory
buildings of every size, shape, and type, but also fuel tanks, both spherical and cylindrical,
electricity substations, networks of pipes, air ducts, suspension bridges, tubes of every
thickness, some red, some black, chimneys belching out pillars of toxic fumes into the
atmosphere, long-armed cranes, chemical laboratories, oil refineries, fetid, bitter, sickly odors,
the strident noise of drilling, the buzz of mechanical saws, the brutal thud of steam hammers
and, very occasionally, a zone of silence, where no one knows exactly what is being produced.
That was when Cipriano Algor said, Don’t worry, we’ll get there on time, I’m not worried, replied
his son-in-law, only just managing to conceal his anxiety, Of course you’re not, but you know
what I mean, said Cipriano Algor. He turned the van into a side road reserved for local traffic,
Let’s take a shortcut down here, he said, if the police ask us why we’re here, just remember what
we agreed, we had some business to deal with at one of these factories before we went into
town. Marçal Gacho took a deep breath, whenever the traffic on the main road got bad, his
father-in-law would always, sooner or later, take a detour. What worried him was that he might
get distracted and decide to make the turn too late. Fortunately, despite all his fears and his
father-in-law’s warnings, they had never yet been stopped by the police, One day, he’ll realize
that I’m not a little boy any more, thought Marçal, and that he doesn’t have to remind me every



time about how we have business to deal with at one of the factories. It did not occur to either of
them that the real reason behind the continued tolerance or benevolent indifference of the traffic
police was Marçal Gacho’s uniform, that of a security guard working at the Center, rather than
the result of multiple random lucky breaks or of stubborn fate, as they would doubtless have said
if asked why they thought they had so far escaped being fined. Had Marçal Gacho known this,
he might have made more of the weight of authority conferred on him by his uniform, and had
Cipriano Algor known this, he might have spoken to his son-in-law with less ironic
condescension. It is true what people say, the young have the ability, but lack the wisdom, and
the old have the wisdom, but lack the ability.Once past the Industrial Belt, the city finally begins,
not the city proper, for that can be seen beyond, touched by the caress of the first, rosy light of
the sun, and what greets one are chaotic conglomerations of shacks made by their ill-housed
inhabitants out of whatever mostly flimsy materials might help to keep out the elements,
especially the rain and the cold. It is, as the inhabitants of the city put it, a frightening place.
Here, every now and then, and in the name of the classical axiom which says that necessity
knows no law, a truck laden with food is held up and emptied of its contents before you can say
knife. The modus operandi, which is extremely efficient, was devised and developed after a
prolonged period of collective reflection on the results of earlier attempts whose failure, as
immediately became apparent, was due to a total lack of strategy, to antiquated tactics, if one
could glorify them with that name, and, lastly, to a poor and erratic coordination of forces, which
amounted, in practice, to a system of every man for himself. Since the flow of traffic was almost
continuous throughout the night, blocking the road in order to stop one truck, which was their
first plan of action, meant that the assailants fell into their own trap, for behind that truck came
others, bringing reinforcements and immediate help for the driver in distress. The solution to the
problem, quite brilliant, as the police themselves privately acknowledged, consisted in dividing
the assailants into two groups, one tactical, the other strategic, and in erecting two barriers
instead of one, the tactical group swiftly blocking the road after one sufficiently isolated truck
had passed, and the strategic group, a few hundred meters farther up the road and informed of
this action by the predetermined signal of a flashing light, equally rapidly setting up a second
barrier where the ill-fated vehicle would have no alternative but to stop and allow itself to be
robbed. No roadblock was required for the vehicles traveling in the opposite direction, the drivers
themselves would stop when they saw what was going on up ahead. A third group, the rapid
intervention force, was responsible for dissuading any bold attempt at solidarity with a rain of
stones. The barriers were built out of large boulders transported on stretchers, and, afterward,
some of the actual assailants, swearing blind that they had had nothing to do with the robbery,
would help to move the boulders onto the hard shoulder, It’s people like them that give our area
a bad name, we’re honest folk, they would say, and the drivers of the other trucks, anxious to
have the road cleared so that they would not arrive late at the Center, merely responded, Yeah,
sure. Cipriano Algor’s van has been saved from such incidents en route mainly because he
nearly always travels through these areas by day. At least, up until now. Indeed, since



earthenware crockery usually appears on poor tables and tends to break fairly easily, the potter
is not entirely safe, for, who knows, some woman, one of the many who struggle to make ends
meet in these shantytowns, might one day say to the head of the household, We need some
new plates, to which he will doubtless respond, No problem, I sometimes see a van driving past
with Pottery written on the side, it’s bound to have some plates on board, And some mugs too,
the woman will add, making the most of the favorable tide, All right, some mugs as well, I won’t
forget.Between the shacks and the first city buildings, like a no-man’s-land separating two
warring factions, is a large empty space as yet unbuilt on, although a closer look reveals on the
ground a crisscrossing network of tractor trails and areas of flattened earth that can only have
been created by large mechanical diggers, whose implacable curved blades pitilessly sweep
everything away, the ancient house, the new root, the sheltering wall, the place where a shadow
once fell and where it will never fall again. However, just as happens in our own lives when we
think that everything has been taken away from us, only to notice later that something does, in
fact, still remain, so here too a few scattered fragments, some filthy rags, some bits of recycled
rubbish, some rusty cans, some rotten planks, a piece of plastic sheeting blown hither and
thither by the wind, reveal to us that this territory was once occupied by the homes of the
excluded. It will not be long before the city buildings advance like a line of riflemen and take over
this plot, leaving only a thin strip of land between the outermost buildings and the first shacks, a
new no-man’s-land that will remain until it is time to move on to the third phase.The main road, to
which they had now returned, had grown wider, with one lane reserved exclusively for heavy
vehicles, and although the van could only by some flight of fancy be included in that superior
category, the fact that it is undoubtedly a vehicle transporting goods gives its driver the right to
compete on equal terms with the slow, mastodonic machines that roar and groan and spew out
choking clouds of smoke from their exhausts, and to overtake them with a swift, sinuous agility
that sets the crockery in the back rattling. Marçal Gacho glanced at his watch again and
breathed more easily. He would arrive on time. They were already on the outskirts of the city, and
although they still had to drive down a few winding streets, take a left, take a right, another left,
another right, right again, right, left, left, right, and straight ahead, they would finally emerge into
a square and, from then on, all their difficulties would be over, for a straight avenue would carry
them to their destinations, to where the security guard, Marçal Gacho, was expected and to
where the potter, Cipriano Algor, would leave his cargo. At the far end, an extremely high wall,
much higher than the highest of the buildings on either side of the avenue, abruptly blocked the
road. It did not actually block the road, this was just an optical illusion, there were streets that ran
alongside the wall, which, in turn, was not a freestanding wall, as such, but the outer wall of a
huge building, a gigantic quadrangular edifice, with no windows on its smooth, featureless
facade. Here we are, said Cipriano Algor, we made it and with ten minutes to spare before you
have to go in, You know very well why I can’t be late, it could affect my position on the list of
candidates for resident guard, Your wife isn’t exactly wild about the idea of you becoming a
resident guard, It would be better for us, it would make life easier, we’d have a better standard of



living. Cipriano stopped the van opposite the corner of the building, it seemed that he was about
to respond to his son-in-law’s remark, but instead he asked, Why are they demolishing that block
of buildings, They must have finally got the go-ahead, What for, They’ve been talking for weeks
now about a new extension, said Marçal Gacho as he got out of the van. They had stopped by a
door above which hung a notice bearing the words No Entry Except for Security Personnel.
Cipriano Algor said, Maybe, There’s no maybe about it, the proof is there, the demolition work
has started, Sorry, I didn’t mean the extension, but what you said before about living conditions,
now I won’t argue with you about it making your life easier, not that we have much to complain
about, since we could hardly be classed among the unfortunate, Look, I respect your opinion,
but I have my own views too, and when it comes to it, you’ll see, Marta will agree with me. He
took a couple of steps and then stopped, doubtless realizing that this was not the correct way for
a son-in-law to say goodbye to a father-in-law who had just given him a lift in to work, and he
said, Thanks, and have a good trip back, See you in ten days’ time, said the potter, Yes, see you
then, said the security guard, at the same time waving to a colleague who was also just arriving
for work. They went in together and the door closed.Cipriano Algor started the engine, but did
not immediately drive off. He looked at the buildings that were being pulled down. This time,
probably because the buildings to be demolished were not particularly tall, they were not using
explosives, that swift, modern and highly spectacular process that, in a matter of seconds, can
transform a solid, organized structure into a chaotic heap of rubble. As one would expect, the
street at right angles to this one was closed to traffic. In order to deliver his merchandise,
Cipriano Algor would have to go behind the back of the block under demolition, drive around it,
and then straight ahead, the door at which he would have to knock was on the corner farthest
from where he was now, at the other end of an imaginary straight line that cut obliquely through
the building Marçal Gacho had just entered. Diagonally across, the potter thought to himself to
make the explanation shorter. When he comes to pick up his son-in-law in ten days’ time, there
will be no trace left of these buildings, the dust of destruction now hovering in the air will have
settled, they may even have excavated the great pit in which they will dig the trenches for the
foundations of the new building. Then they will erect the three walls, one of which will run parallel
with the street along which Cipriano Algor will shortly have to drive, the other two will seal off on
either side the land gained at the cost of the street running through it and of the demolished
buildings, obliterating the facade of the building he can see now, the door for the security
personnel will have to be moved, and, after a matter of days, not even the most keen-eyed
observer, viewing it from the outside, still less from the inside, will be able to distinguish between
new and old. The potter looked at his watch, it was still early, on the days when he drove in with
his son-in-law he always had a two-hour wait before they opened the reception area he was
heading for, plus all the time he would have to wait before it was his turn, But at least I have the
advantage of getting a good place in the line, I might even be first, he thought. Not that he ever
had been, there were always people who got up earlier than he did, some of them had probably
spent part of the night in the cabins of their trucks. They would go up onto the street when it was



growing light and have a cup of coffee, a sandwich, even, on cold, damp mornings, a drop of
brandy, then they would stand around talking, until about ten minutes before the doors opened,
when the younger drivers, as nervous as apprentices, would rush down the ramp to take up their
positions, while the older ones, especially if they were parked toward the rear of the line, would
saunter back, chatting quietly, taking one last drag of their cigarette, because underground, if
any engines were running, smoking was forbidden. It wasn’t quite the end of the world, they
judged, so there was no point in rushing.Cipriano Algor started up the van. He had got distracted
by the buildings under demolition and now wanted to make up for lost time, a ridiculous
expression if ever there was one, an absurd idiom with which we hope to disguise the harsh fact
that no time once lost can ever be made up or recovered, as if we believed, contrary to this
evident truth, that the time we thought forever lost might, after all, have decided to hang back
and wait, with the patience of one who has all the time in the world, for us to notice its absence.
Stimulated by the sense of urgency born of these thoughts about who would arrive first and who
would arrive later, the potter quickly drove around the block and straight down the street that ran
parallel with the other façade of the building. As invariably happened, there were already people
waiting outside for the doors to be opened to the public. He pulled over into the left-hand lane,
into the access road for the ramp that led down to the basement, he showed the guard his
supplier’s identity card and joined the line of vehicles, behind a truck loaded with boxes which, to
judge by the labels on the packages, contained objects made of glass. He got out of the van to
see how many other suppliers were ahead of him and thus calculate, more or less accurately,
how long he would have to wait. He was number thirteen. He counted again, no, there was no
doubt about it. Although he was not a superstitious person, he knew about that number’s bad
reputation, in any conversation about chance, fate, or destiny, someone always chips in with
some real-life experience of the negative, even fatal influence of the number thirteen. He tried to
remember if he had ever been in this place in the line before, but the long and the short of it was
that either it had never happened or else he had simply forgotten. He got annoyed with himself, it
was nonsense, utterly absurd to worry about something that has no real existence, yes, that was
right, he had never thought of that before, numbers don’t really exist, things couldn’t care less
what number we give them, it’s all the same to them if we say they’re number thirteen or number
forty-four, we can conclude, at the very least, that they do not even notice the position they
happen to end up in. People aren’t things, people always want to be in first place, thought the
potter. And it isn’t enough simply to be there either, they want the fact to be known and want
other people to notice, he muttered. The basement was deserted apart from the two guards who
were posted at either end, watching the entrance and the exit. It was always the same, the
drivers left their vehicle in the line as soon as they arrived and went up to the street to have a
coffee. Well, if they think I’m going to stay here, said Cipriano Algor out loud, they’re very much
mistaken. And as if he did not after all have anything to unload, he put the van into reverse and
left the line, That way I won’t be number thirteen, he thought. A few moments later, a truck came
down the ramp and stopped in the place that his van had vacated. The driver got out of his



cabin, looked at his watch, I’ve still got time, he must have thought. And as he disappeared up
the ramp, the potter, after some rapid maneuvering, parked behind the truck, Now I’m number
fourteen, he said, pleased with his own cunning. He leaned back in the seat and sighed, he
could hear the hum of traffic in the street above, usually he joined the other drivers to have a cup
of coffee and buy the newspaper, but he didn’t feel like it today. He closed his eyes as if
withdrawing into himself and immediately began to dream, it was his son-in-law explaining to
him that when he was appointed resident guard the whole situation would change overnight, he
and Marta would no longer live at the pottery, it was time to start a family life of their own, Try to
understand, what will be, as the saying goes, will be, the world doesn’t stop turning, and if the
people you depend on for your living promote you, you should raise your hands to heaven in
gratitude, it would be silly to turn our backs on fate when fate is on our side, besides, I’m sure
that your greatest wish is for Marta to be happy, so you should be pleased. Cipriano Algor was
listening to his son-in-law and smiling to himself, You’re just saying all this because you think I’m
number thirteen, you don’t know that now I’m number fourteen. He woke up with a start to the
sound of car doors slamming, the signal that unloading was about to begin. Then, still not fully
emerged from his dream, he thought, I haven’t changed numbers at all, I’m still number thirteen,
I just happen to be parked in the place of number fourteen.So it was. Almost an hour later, his
turn came. He got out of the van and went over to the reception desk with the usual papers, the
delivery note in triplicate, the invoice for the actual sales from the last delivery, the quality
statement that accompanied each shipment and in which the potter took responsibility for any
production defect found during the inspection to which the crockery would be submitted, the
confirmation of exclusivity, again obligatory with every shipment, in which the potter undertook,
subject to sanctions in the event of any infraction, to have no commercial relations with any other
establishment regarding the sale of goods. As was customary, a clerk came over to help him
unload, but the assistant head of department in charge of reception called to him and said, Just
unload half the shipment and check it against the delivery note. Surprised and alarmed, Cipriano
Algor asked Half, why, Sales have fallen off a lot in the last few weeks, we’ll probably have to
return anything of yours that we’ve got in the warehouse too because of lack of demand, Return
what’s in the warehouse, Yes, it’s in your contract, Oh, I know it’s in the contract, but since the
contract also forbids me to have any other customers, would you mind telling me where I’m
supposed to sell the other half of the shipment, That’s not my problem, I’m just carrying out
orders, Can I speak to the manager, No, it’s not worth it, he wouldn’t see you. Cipriano Algor’s
hands were shaking, he looked around him in bewilderment, to ask for help, but he saw only
indifference on the faces of the three drivers who had arrived after him. Despite this, he made an
appeal to class solidarity, Can you believe it, a man brings along the fruits of his labor, having
dug the clay, mixed it, and shaped the crockery that they ordered from him, then fired it all in the
kiln, and now they tell him they’re only going to take half of what he’s made and are going to
return everything of his that’s in the warehouse, I mean, where’s the justice in that. The drivers
looked at each other and shrugged, they weren’t sure how best to respond nor to whom they



should respond, one of them even got out a cigarette to make it clear that he was having nothing
to do with it, then remembered that he couldn’t smoke down there and, instead, turned his back
and removed himself from events by taking refuge in the cabin of his truck. The potter realized
that he could lose everything if he continued to protest, he tried to pour oil on the troubled waters
that he himself had churned up, after all, selling half was better than selling nothing, things would
probably sort themselves out, he thought. He turned submissively to the assistant head of
department at the reception desk, Could you just tell me why sales have dropped so sharply,
Yes, I think it was the launch of some imitation crockery made out of plastic, it’s so good that it
looks like the real thing, with the added advantage that it’s much lighter and much cheaper, But
that’s no reason for people to stop buying mine, earthenware’s earthenware, it’s authentic, it’s
natural, Tell that to the customers, look, I don’t want to worry you, but I think that from now on
your earthenware products will be of interest to collectors only, and there are fewer and fewer of
them nowadays. The counting was done, the assistant head of department wrote on the delivery
note, Received half, and said, Don’t bring in any more until you hear from us, Do you think I
should go on making things, asked the potter, That’s up to you, I really couldn’t say, And what
about the returns, you’ve still got to return to me what you’ve got here, his words were so full of
despair and bitterness that the assistant head of department made an attempt to sound
conciliatory, We’ll see. The potter got into the van and set off so abruptly that some boxes, no
longer secured now that half the load had been taken out, slithered across the floor and
slammed into the rear door, Oh, let it all break, who cares, he shouted angrily. He had to stop at
the bottom of the exit ramp, regulations demanded that he show his card to that guard too, pure
bureaucracy, no one knows why, after all, someone who enters as a supplier will leave as a
supplier, but there are apparently exceptions, a case in point being Cipriano Algor, who was a
supplier when he came in and now, if those threats are carried out, is just about to cease being
one. It must all have been the fault of the number thirteen, destiny isn’t taken in by people trying
to make what came first come afterward. The van went up the ramp into the light of day, there’s
nothing to be done now but to go home. The potter smiled sadly, It wasn’t the number thirteen,
the number thirteen doesn’t exist, if I had been the first to arrive, the sentence passed would
have been just the same, give us half now and then we’ll see.The woman in the shantytown, the
one who needed new plates and mugs, asked her husband, So did you see that pottery van,
and her husband replied, Yes, I made him stop, but then I let him go, Why, If you’d seen that
driver’s face, you would have done the same.The potter stopped the van, rolled down the
windows on both sides and waited for someone to come and rob him. It is not uncommon for
certain states of despair, certain of life’s blows, to force their victim into dramatic decisions like
this, if not worse ones. There comes a point when the confused or abused person hears a voice
saying in his head, Oh well, might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, and, depending on
the particular situation in which he finds himself and the place where the situation finds him, he
either spends his last bit of money on a lottery ticket, or places on the gaming table the watch he
inherited from his father and the silver cigarette case that was a gift from his mother, or bets



everything he has on red even though he knows that red has come up five times in a row, or he
climbs alone out of the trenches and runs with his bayonet fixed toward the enemy’s machine
guns, or he stops this van, rolls down the windows, opens the doors, and waits for the people
from the shantytown to attack with their customary clubs, their usual knives, and anything else
they deem appropriate to the occasion, If the people at the Center don’t want them, then the
robbers might as well have them, was Cipriano Algor’s last thought. Ten minutes passed without
anyone approaching to commit the desired armed robbery, a quarter of an hour went by without
even a stray dog wandering onto the road to pee against a tire or sniff the van’s contents, and a
whole half hour had elapsed before a dirty, evillooking individual came over and asked the
potter, Have you got a problem, do you want some help, I can give you a push if you like, it might
be the battery. Now given that even the strongest spirits have moments of irresistible weakness,
which is when the body fails to behave with the reserve and discretion which the spirit has spent
long years teaching it, we should not be surprised that this offer of help, especially coming from
a man with every appearance of being a common thief, should so have touched Cipriano Algor’s
heart that it brought a tear to his eye, No, thanks very much, he said, but then, just as the helpful
Cyrenian was moving off, he jumped out of the van, ran to open the rear door, at the same time
shouting, Sir, sir, excuse me, come back. The man stopped, So you do want some help, he
asked, No, no, it’s not that, What is it, then, Will you do me a favor. The man came over and
Cipriano Algor said, Take these six plates and give them to your wife, it’s a present, and take
these six soup plates too, But I didn’t do anything, said the man doubtfully, It doesn’t matter, it’s
as if you had, and if you need a water jug, have this one, Well, I could actually do with a water jug
at home, Then take it, take it. The potter piled up the plates, the flat ones, then the bowls, then
put the latter on top of the former, placed them in the curve of the man’s left arm, and since he
was already holding the water jug in his right hand, the beneficiary had no other way of showing
his gratitude than proffering the commonplace words thank you, which are as often sincere as
they are not, and the surprise of a little bow of the head not at all in keeping with the social class
to which he belongs, which just goes to show that we would know far more about life’s
complexities if we applied ourselves to the close study of its contradictions instead of wasting so
much time on similarities and connections, which should, anyway, be self-explanatory.When the
man who looked like a highwayman but turned out not to be, or had simply chosen not to be on
this occasion, had vanished, somewhat perplexed, back into the shantytown, Cipriano Algor set
off again in his van. Not even the sharpest eyes would have noticed any difference in the
pressure exerted on the van’s suspension and tires, for, in matters of weight, twelve plates and
one earthenware water jug mean about as much to a goods vehicle, even only a medium-sized
one, as twelve white rose petals and one red rose petal would mean falling on the head of a
happy bride. It was not by chance that the word happy emerged just now, indeed that is the least
we can say about the expression on Cipriano Algor’s face, for looking at him, no one would think
that the Center had bought only half of his delivery. Unfortunately, two kilometers later, when he
entered the Industrial Belt, the memory of that cruel commercial setback returned. The ominous



sight of those chimneys vomiting out columns of smoke made him wonder which one of those
hideous factories would be producing those hideous plastic lies, cunningly fashioned to look like
earthenware, It’s just not possible, he murmured, you can’t copy the sound of it or the weight,
and then there’s the relationship between sight and touch which I read about somewhere or
other, something about eyes being able to see through the fingers touching the clay, about
fingers being able to feel what the eyes are seeing without the fingers actually touching it. And
as if that were not torment enough, Cipriano Algor went on to ask himself, thinking of his old kiln
at the pottery, how many plates, jars, mugs, and jugs could those wretched machines produce
per minute, how many things could they make to replace pitchers and quart pots. The result of
these and other questions that remain unrecorded was that the potter’s face once more grew
sad and dark, and the whole of the rest of the journey was one long cogitation on the difficult
future awaiting the Algor family if the Center were to persist in its new evaluation of products of
which the pottery was perhaps only the first victim. All honor to him, though, for he richly
deserves it, at no point did Cipriano Algor allow his spirit to be filled with remorse for having
been generous to the man who, by rights, if all that has been said about the people in the
shantytowns is true, should have robbed him. On the fringe of the Industrial Belt stood a few
small, very low-tech factories, which had somehow survived the giant modern factories’ hunger
for space and their multiplicity of products, but there they were, and seeing them as he passed
by had always been a consolation to Cipriano Algor when, at certain anxious moments of his life,
he had started to ponder the future of his profession. They won’t last long, he thought, and this
time he meant the small factories, not the pottery profession, but that was only because he had
not taken the trouble to reflect for long enough, as often happens, we confidently say that it’s not
worth trying to reach any conclusions merely because we decide to stop halfway along the path
that would lead us straight to them.Cipriano Algor drove swiftly through the Green Belt, not
glancing even once at the fields, the monotonous sight of those vast expanses of plastic, dull by
nature and made dingier by dirt, always had a depressing effect on him, so imagine how it would
be today, in his current state of mind, if he were to turn his gaze on that desert. Like someone
who had once lifted the blessed tunic of some altar saint in order to find out if it had legs like you
and me or was supported by a pair of rough-hewn posts, it had been a long time since the potter
had felt tempted to stop his van and go and see for himself if there were real plants growing
beneath the coverings and panels, plants that bore fruits one could smell, touch, and bite into,
with leaves, tubers, and shoots that one could cook, season, and put on a plate, or if the
overwhelming melancholy of what lay outside had contaminated with incurable artificiality what
was growing inside, whatever that might be. After the Green Belt, the potter turned off along a
secondary road, where there were the few spindly remains of a wood, a few poorly cultivated
fields, a large stream containing dark and fetid water and, around a corner, the ruins of three
houses with no windows now or doors, their roofs half fallen in and the rooms inside almost
devoured by the vegetation that always irrupts out of the rubble as if it had been there, just
waiting for that moment, ever since the first trenches were dug for the foundations. The village



began a few hundred meters beyond, it consisted of little more than the road that passed
through it, the few streets that flowed into it and an irregularly shaped main square slightly to one
side, where a disused well, with its water pump and its great iron wheel, stood in the shade of
two tall plane trees. Cipriano Algor waved to some men who were standing there talking, but,
contrary to his custom when he came back from delivering goods to the Center, he did not stop,
he had no idea what he wanted to do at that moment, but he certainly didn’t want to have a chat,
even with people he knew. The pottery and the house where he lived with his daughter and his
son-in-law were at the other end of the village, out in the country, some distance from the other
buildings. When he drove into the village, Cipriano Algor had slowed down, but now he was
driving even more slowly, his daughter would just be putting the finishing touches to lunch, it was
about that time, What shall I do, shall I tell her now or after we’ve eaten, he was asking himself,
Best to do it afterward, I’ll leave the van by the woodshed, since I wasn’t going to do any
shopping today, it won’t occur to her to go and see if I’ve brought anything back with me, that
way we can eat in peace or, at least, she can eat in peace, I won’t, and then I’ll tell her what
happened, or perhaps later on this afternoon, when we’re working, it would be just as bad to find
out before lunch as immediately after. The road curved around where the village ended, some
way beyond the last building you could see a large mulberry tree, at least ten meters high, and
that was where the pottery was. The wine has been poured and we must drink it, said Cipriano
Algor with a weary smile, and thought how much better it would be if he could just vomit it up. He
swung the van toward the left, up the slight slope that led to the house, and halfway up he
sounded the horn three times to announce his arrival, he always did this, and his daughter would
think it odd if he failed to do so today.The house and the pottery had been built on this large plot
of land, doubtless once a floor for threshing or treading, in the middle of which Cipriano Algor’s
potter grandfather, who bore the same name as he did, decided, on some distant day of which
there remains neither record nor memory, to plant the mulberry tree. The kiln, set slightly apart
from the house, had been an attempt at modernization by Cipriano Algor’s father, who had also
been given the same name, and had replaced another ancient, not to say archaic, kiln, which,
seen from outside, looked like two cone-shaped logs placed one on top of the other, the smaller
one on top, and of whose origins there was no memory either. The present-day kiln had been
built on those antique foundations, the same kiln that fired the batch of crockery of which the
Center took only half, and which, cold now, waits to be loaded up again. With exaggerated care
Cipriano Algor parked the van beneath the wooden lean-to, between two piles of dry firewood,
then he thought that he might just go and have a look at the kiln and thus gain a few minutes, but
he couldn’t really justify doing this, there was no real reason to do so, it was not like on other
occasions when he came back from the city and the kiln was working, on those days he would
go and peer inside the muffle and estimate the temperature by the color of the incandescent
pots, to see if the dark red had changed to cherry red, or the cherry red to orange. He stood
stock-still, as if the courage he needed had got left behind somewhere en route, but it was his
daughter’s voice that obliged him to move, Aren’t you coming in, lunch is ready. Intrigued to know



what was keeping him, Marta had appeared at the door, Come on, the food’s getting cold.
Cipriano Algor went in, gave his daughter a kiss and then locked himself in the bathroom, a
domestic utility that had been installed when he was still an adolescent and which had long
been in need of enlargement and improvement. He looked at himself in the mirror, but found no
new line or wrinkle on his face, It’s probably somewhere inside me, he thought, then he ran the
tap, washed his hands and went out. They ate in the kitchen, sitting at a large table that had
known happier days and more numerous gatherings. Now, since the death of the mother, Justa
Isasca, of whom we will perhaps have little more to say in this story, but whose first name we
give here, since we already know her surname, the two of them sit at one end of the table, the
father at the head, Marta in the place vacated by her mother and, opposite her, Marçal, when
he’s home. How did your morning go, asked Marta, Oh, the usual, replied her father, bending
over his plate, Marçal phoned, Oh, yes, and what did he want, He said that he’d been talking to
you about us going to live at the Center when he’s promoted to resident guard, Yes, we did talk
about that, He was annoyed because you said yet again that you didn’t think it was a good idea,
Well, I’ve had a change of heart since then and I think it will be a good thing for both of you, And
what brought about this sudden change of heart, You don’t want to work in the pottery all your
life, No, although I enjoy what I do, You should be with your husband, one of these days you’ll
have children, and three generations of clay-eaters is quite enough, And you’re willing to go with
us to the Center, to leave the pottery, asked Marta, Leave, no, never, that’s out of the question,
So you’re going to do everything yourself, are you, dig the clay, knead it, work at the bench and
the wheel, fire the kiln, load it, unload it, clean it, then put everything in the van and go off and
sell it, may I remind you that things have been difficult enough even with the help Marçal gives us
on the few days he’s here, Oh, I’ll find someone to help me, there are plenty of lads in the village,
You know perfectly well that no one wants to be a potter any more, the ones who get fed up with
the country go to the factories in the Industrial Belt, they don’t leave the land in order to work with
clay, Yet another reason for you to leave, You don’t think I’m going to leave you alone here, do
you, You can come and see me now and then, Oh, Pa, please, I’m being serious, So am I,
love.Marta got up to clear away the plates and serve the soup, which it was the custom in their
family to eat after the main course. Her father watched her and thought, I’m just complicating
matters with this conversation, I’d better tell her now. He didn’t, his daughter was suddenly eight
years old, and he was saying to her, Look, it’s just like when your mother kneads the bread. He
rolled the block of clay backwards and forwards, pressing it and stretching it out with the heels of
his hands, then he slapped it down hard on the table, squashing and squeezing, then started all
over, repeating the whole operation, again and again and again, Why do you do that, his
daughter asked him, So that there aren’t any lumps or air bubbles left inside, that would be bad
for the work, Is it the same with bread too, With bread you just have to get rid of the lumps, the
air bubbles don’t matter. He put to one side the compact cylinder into which the clay had been
transformed and began kneading another lump, It’s high time you learned, he said, but
immediately regretted his words, Don’t be ridiculous, she’s only eight, and so he said instead,



Go outside and play, go on, it’s cold in here, but his daughter said that she wanted to stay, she
was trying to make a doll out of a scrap of clay that kept sticking to her fingers because it was
too soft, That clay’s no good, try this piece, that way you’ll be able to make something, said her
father. Marta was looking at him anxiously, it wasn’t like him to sit with his head bent over his
plate to eat, as if, by hiding his face, he was also trying to hide his worries, perhaps it was the
conversation he’d had with Marçal, but we talked about that and he didn’t look like he does now,
or perhaps he’s ill, he seems worn out, drained, that day my mother said to me, Be careful, don’t
push yourself too hard, and I said, The only strength you need is in your arms, the technique’s all
in your shoulders, the rest of your body doesn’t have to do anything, Oh, don’t give me that, even
the hairs on my head start to ache after an hour of kneading, That’s just because you’ve been
feeling a bit tired lately, Or perhaps it’s because I’m getting old, Don’t say things like that, Mama,
you’re not old, who would have thought it, though, only two weeks after that conversation, she
was dead and buried, such are the surprises that death springs on life, What are you thinking
about, Pa. Cipriano Algor wiped his mouth with his napkin, picked up his glass as if he were
about to drink, only to set it down again without raising it to his lips. Tell me, go on, said his
daughter, and in order to make it easier for him to get things off his chest, she asked, Are you
still worried about Marçal or is something else bothering you. Cipriano Algor picked up his glass,
drank down the rest of the wine in one gulp and replied quickly, as if the words were burning his
tongue, They only took half of the shipment today, they say that fewer people are buying
earthenware crockery, that some new imitation plastic stuff has come onto the market and that
the customers prefer it, Well, that’s hardly unexpected, it was bound to happen sooner or later,
earthenware cracks and chips, it breaks easily, whereas plastic is more resistant, more resilient,
The difference is that earthenware is like people, it needs to be well treated, So does plastic, but
you’re right, not nearly as much, And the worst thing is that they’ve told me not to deliver any
more crockery until they ask for it, So we’ll have to stop work, No, we can’t stop, because when
the order comes, we’ll have to have the plates ready to deliver that same day, we can’t just fire
the kiln up after we get the order, And what do we do meanwhile, We’ll have to wait, be patient,
but I’ll go for a drive around tomorrow and see if I can sell anything, Don’t forget you did that only
two months ago, so you won’t find many buyers, You’re not trying to discourage me, are you, No,
I’m just trying to see things as they are, you yourself just said that three generations of potters in
a family is quite enough, You won’t make a fourth generation anyway because you’re going to
live at the Center with your husband, Yes, I should go, but you must come with me, Look, I’ve
already told you that I’ll never go and live at the Center, Up until now, it’s been the Center that
has fed us by buying the fruits of our labor, and it will go on feeding us when we live there and
have nothing more to sell, Thanks to Marçal’s salary, There’s nothing wrong with a son-in-law
supporting his father-in-law, It depends on the father-in-law, Oh, Pa, there’s no point being proud
at a time like this, It’s not pride, What is it then, Something I can’t explain, it’s more complicated
than mere pride, it’s something else, a kind of shame, but I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said what I
did, It’s just that I don’t want to see you go without, What if I started selling to shops in the city, it’s



just a matter of getting authorization from the Center, after all, if they’re buying less from me, they
can’t really stop me selling to someone else, You know as well as I do that the shops in the city
are having a real struggle just to keep their heads above water, everyone does their shopping at
the Center, more and more people want to live at the Center, Well, I don’t, What are you going to
do if the Center stops buying our crockery altogether and the people around here start using
plastic utensils, Let’s hope I die before that happens, What, like Mama, She died at the potter’s
wheel, working, if only I was lucky enough to do the same, Don’t talk about dying, Pa, The only
time we can talk about death is while we’re alive, not afterward. Cipriano Algor poured himself a
little more wine, got up, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as if the rules governing good
table manners no longer applied once you had left the table, and said, I’ve got to go and break
up some clay, we’re running out. He was just about to leave when his daughter called to him, Pa,
I’ve just had an idea, An idea, Yes, I’ll phone Marçal and ask him to talk to the head of the buying
department and try to find out what the Center’s plans are, whether the reduction in demand is
just a temporary thing or if it’s here to stay, you know how well his bosses think of Marçal, So he
says, If he says so, it’s because they do, retorted Marta impatiently, adding, But if you don’t want
me to, I won’t phone, No, go on, phone him, it’s a good idea, besides, it’s the only one we’ve got
at the moment, although I doubt that a head of department at the Center will be prepared, just
like that, to discuss his plans with a second-rank security guard, I know them better than he
does, you don’t have to work there to know what kind of stuff these people are made of, they’re
so full of themselves, besides, a department head is just another minion carrying out orders from
above, he might even try to fool us with explanations that aren’t true, just to make out how
important he is. Marta listened to this whole long tirade, but did not respond. If, as seemed
obvious, her father was intent on having the last word, she wasn’t going to rob him of that
pleasure. When he went out, she thought only, I must try to be more understanding, I must put
myself in his place and imagine what it must be like suddenly to have no work, and to have to
leave his home, his pottery, his kiln, his life. She repeated the last words out loud, His life, and
her eyes immediately filled with tears, she had put herself in her father’s place and was suffering
what he was suffering. She glanced around her and noticed for the first time how everything
looked as if it were covered in clay, not with clay dust, but with the color of clay, with all the many
colors of the clay dug from the clay pit, a color left behind by three generations who, every day,
had stained their hands with the dust and water of the clay, and she glanced outside too, at the
bright ash gray of the kiln, the last, fading warmth that lingered from when they had last emptied
it, like a house abandoned by its owners, but which waits patiently, and tomorrow, if all this is not
over with once and for all, there will again be the first flame from the wood, the first hot breath of
air that encircles the dry clay like a caress, and then, very gradually, the slight tremor in the air,
the rapidly increasing glow, the dawning splendor, the dazzling irruption into flames. I will never
see that again when we leave here, said Marta, and her heart contracted as if she were saying
good-bye to the person she loved most in the world, although at that moment she could not have
said which of them she meant, whether her dead mother, her suffering father, or even her



husband, yes, it must be her husband, that would be logical, since she is his wife. Then she
heard the dull thud of the mallet breaking up the clay, as if the sound were rising up from
beneath the floor, but those blows sounded different today, perhaps because they were driven
not by the simple need to work, but by impotent rage at losing that work. I’m going to phone
Marçal, muttered Marta to herself, if I carry on thinking like this, I’ll end up as sad as Pa. She left
the kitchen and went into her father’s bedroom. There, on top of the small table on which
Cipriano Algor kept an account of income and expenses, was an antiquated-looking telephone.
She dialed one of the numbers for the switchboard and asked to be put through to security.
Almost at the same moment, a man’s voice said abruptly, Security, the speed with which he had
answered did not surprise her, everyone knows that in matters of security even the most
insignificant of seconds counts, May I speak to security guard Marçal Gacho, Marta said, Who’s
speaking, It’s his wife, I’m calling from home, Security guard Marçal Gacho is on duty at the
moment, he can’t come to the phone, In that case, could you give him a message, You’re his
wife, Yes, my name’s Marta Algor Gacho, you can check in your records, Then you should know
that we don’t take messages, we merely make a note of who called, Could you just tell him to
phone home as soon as possible, Is it urgent, asked the voice. Marta thought for a moment, was
it urgent, no, it wasn’t, it certainly wasn’t a matter of life and death, there were no serious
problems with the kiln, still less a premature birth, but in the end she said, Yes, it is rather urgent,
I’ll make a note, said the man, and hung up. With a sigh of weary resignation, Marta replaced the
phone on the rest, there was nothing more to be done, it was out of their hands, security could
not survive without thrusting their authority in other people’s faces, even in a trivial case like this,
so banal, so mundane, a wife phoning the Center because she needs to talk to her husband,
she wasn’t the first and she certainly wouldn’t be the last. When Marta went out into the yard, the
thud of the mallet no longer sounded as if it were coming from under the ground, it came from
where it came, from the dark corner in the pottery where they kept the clay extracted from the
clay pit. She went over to the door, but did not go in, I phoned, she said, they’ll pass the
message on, Let’s see if they do, replied her father, and without another word, he began laying
into the largest block of clay in front of him with the mallet. Marta withdrew because she knew
that she should not go into a place deliberately chosen by her father in order to be alone, but
also because she too had work to do, a few dozen jugs, large and small, waiting to have handles
attached to them. She entered by the side door.Marçal Gacho phoned back later that afternoon,
after finishing his shift. He replied to his wife’s comments with a few disconnected phrases, with
no show of sadness, concern, or anger at the commercial lack of courtesy of which his father-in-
law had been the victim. He spoke in an absent voice, a voice that seemed to be thinking about
something else, he said, Yes, hm, yes, I understand, maybe, I suppose that’s to be expected, I’ll
go as soon as I can, not always, absolutely, yes, I understand, no need to repeat it, and he
finished the conversation with his only complete sentence, which bore no relation to what they
had been talking about, Don’t worry, I won’t forget the shopping. Marta realized that her husband
must have been speaking in front of witnesses, work colleagues, possibly a superior come to



inspect the dormitory, which was why he had to put on an act, in order to avoid arousing any
awkward or even dangerous curiosity. The organization of the Center had been conceived and
set up according to a model of strict compartmentalization of its various activities and functions,
which, although they were not and could not be entirely separate, were only able to
communicate with each other via particular channels that were often hard to disentangle and
identify. Obviously a mere second-rank security guard, both by virtue of the specific nature of his
job as well as by virtue of his infinitesimal importance in the ranks of minor personnel, one being
an unavoidable consequence of the other, is not, generally speaking, equipped with the
necessary discernment and perspicacity to notice such subtleties and nuances, which are,
indeed, almost volatile in their nature, but Marçal Gacho, despite not being among the most
astute of his colleagues, has in his favor a certain ferment of ambition, with, as its known goal,
promotion to resident guard and, eventually, of course, to first-rank security guard, and we do
not know where that ambition might lead him in the near future, still less, in the distant future, if
he has one. By keeping his eyes and ears open since the day he began working at the Center he
soon learned when and how it was best to speak, or not speak, or simply to dissemble. After two
years of marriage, Marta thought she had a pretty thorough knowledge of the husband she had
ended up with in the game of give and take which is what married life almost always comes
down to, she bestows all her wifely affection on him, and were it in the interests of the story to
delve more deeply into their private life, she would be quite prepared to declare vehemently that
she loves him, but she is not given to self-deception, and, were we to insist, it is even likely that
she would ultimately admit that he sometimes seemed to her too prudent, not to say calculating,
always assuming that we wanted to take our investigations into such negative areas of the
personality. She was sure that her husband would have been annoyed by their conversation, that
he would already have started worrying about the prospect of meeting the head of the buying
department, and not out of an inferior’s timidity or modesty, the fact is that Marçal Gacho has
always prided himself on his declared dislike of drawing attention to himself except in the line of
duty, especially, as someone who thinks he knows him well might add, when such attention will
not be to his advantage. In the end, Marta’s good idea had only seemed good because, at that
particular moment, as her father had said, it was the only idea available. Cipriano Algor was in
the kitchen, he could not possibly have heard the isolated, disconnected fragments of
conversation spoken by his son-in-law, but it was as if he had read them all, and filled in the
gaps, in his daughter’s weary face, when one long minute later, she emerged from the bedroom.
And since it wasn’t worth putting his tongue to work over such a small matter, he did not waste
any time and asked simply, So, and she was the one who was forced to state the obvious, He’ll
talk to the head of department, although Marta needn’t have bothered to say that either, a
shared glance would have been enough. Life is like that, full of words that are not worth saying or
that were worth saying once but not any more, each word that we utter will take up the space of
another more deserving word, not deserving in its own right, but because of the possible
consequences of saying it. Supper passed in silence, as did the two hours spent in front of the



indifferent television, and at some point, as has often happened in the last few months, Cipriano
Algor fell asleep. He was frowning angrily, as if he were admonishing himself even as he drifted
off for having given in so easily to sleep, when, in all fairness and justice, his feelings of
annoyance and upset should have kept him awake day and night, the former so that he could
absorb the full impact of the offense, the latter so as to make his suffering bearable. Exposed like
that, disarmed, his head lolling back, his mouth half open, lost to himself, he presented a
poignant image of hopeless abandon, like a bag that has broken and spilled its contents all over
the road. Marta was staring fervently at her father, with passionate intensity, and she was
thinking, This is my old father, the forgivable overstatement of someone still in the early dawn of
adulthood, one should not refer to a man of sixty-four, albeit rather low in spirits like the man in
question, as old, that might have been the custom in the days when teeth began to fall out at
thirty and the first wrinkles to appear at twenty-five, but nowadays, it is only from eighty years
onward that old age, authentic and unambiguous and from which there can be no return, nor
even any pretense at a return, begins, de facto and unapologetically, to deserve the name by
which we designate our last days. What will become of us if the Center stops buying our
products, who will we make crockery for if it is the Center’s tastes that determine everyone else’s
tastes, Marta was wondering, it wasn’t the department head who decided to buy only half our
goods, the order came down to him from above, from his superiors, from someone who cares
not a jot if there is one potter more or less in the world, what happened might well be just the first
step, the second step will be to stop buying altogether, we’ll have to be prepared for that
disaster, yes, prepared, although I’d like to know quite how one prepares oneself to be hit over
the head with a hammer, and when Marçal gets promoted to resident guard, what will I do with
my father, I can’t possibly leave him here all alone in this house with no work to do, I just couldn’t
do that, cruel child, the neighbors would say, or worse, I would say the same myself, things
would be different if Mama was still alive, because contrary to what people say, two weaknesses
don’t make for a still greater weakness, but for renewed strength, well, that’s probably not true
and never has been, but there are occasions when it would be nice if it was, no, Pa, no, Cipriano
Algor, when I leave here, you will come with me, even if I have to use force, I don’t doubt that a
man can live perfectly well on his own, but I’m convinced that he begins to die as soon as he
closes the door of his house behind him. As if someone had shaken him brusquely by the arm,
or as if he sensed he was being talked about, Cipriano Algor suddenly opened his eyes and sat
up properly in his chair. He rubbed his face with his hands and, with the slightly confused look of
a child caught in flagrante, he muttered, I must have dropped off. Whenever he woke up from
one of his brief naps in front of the television, he always said the same thing, I must have
dropped off. But tonight is not like every other night, which is why he added in a murmur, It would
have been far better if I hadn’t woken up at all, at least while I was asleep, I was a potter with
work to do, With one major difference, that any work you do while you’re dreaming doesn’t
produce any real results, said Marta, So it’s exactly the same as when you’re awake, then, you
work
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Ritesh Laud, “Modernity really isn't what it's cracked up to be. I finished The Cave at least six
months ago, and was just flipping back through it to try to make sense of the ending again but
wasn't really able to. So then I did some Googling and learned that the novel is supposed to be
an allegory to Plato's Cave. Well, then I had to read up on and get familiar with the concept of
Plato's Cave and that's when the ending began to make a lot more sense in the context of the
rest of the story. And sure enough, flipping right back to the very beginning of the book I
discovered an epigraph by Plato out of The Republic! So Saramago apparently intended for this
to be an allegory to Plato's Cave, but I'm not sure how the reader is supposed to infer that from
the novel or from the enigmatic epigraph. Those who are familiar with the concept of Plato's
Cave probably comprise a small sliver of modern readership, but I digress.This is a very well-
written book and quite engrossing. I read Margaret Jull Costa's translation of the original
Portuguese. The plot is interesting and the characters well drawn. The protagonist's means of
making a living is humble but satisfying to him, and the grim setting of a sinister and unrelenting
dystopia rapidly encroaching on his livelihood is unnerving.Suggest to arm yourself beforehand
with an understanding of Plato's Cave, that the ending may strike you as profound rather than
leave you in confusion.Recommended!”

Ronnie Tyler, “A simple story, told with great style. Super writing.. My first novel by Saramago,
and it was flawless. I immediately added several more of his books to my To Read list. It’s a very
small, intimate story with few characters. An aging potter works with his daughter at his home
outside of the city. Each week he takes his goods to The Center, a vast complex of shops,
apartments and offices, where they are bought for resale in the shops there. During one trip to
The Center the potter is told his pottery isn’t wanted any longer, shoppers prefer modern plastic
crockery now. Faced with this, the potter, along with his daughter and son-in-law try to adjust
and plan for their future. A simple story, but wonderfully written, with the right amount of allegory
sprinkled in.One of the most interesting qualities was the writing style used. I don’t think
Saramago used quotation marks for dialog at all. The conversations were all within long, flowing
paragraphs, and it took me a couple of pages to realize. But that technique was really satisfying
and it “flowed” so well. Stream of consciousness, I suppose. Engaging and effective. Amazing
writing.Highly recommended, loved it.”

Karl Janssen, “Equal parts captivating and frustrating. Portuguese author José Saramago won
the 1998 Nobel Prize in Literature. His novel The Cave was published in 2000. The book’s
protagonist, Cipriano Algor, is an artisan potter who manufactures earthenware dishes in his
home workshop and kiln. He lives on the outskirts of an unnamed metropolis and makes
periodic trips into the city to deliver his products to his sole customer: the Center. Imagine if
Amazon, the company who sells everything, had a skyscraping retail complex that dwarfed the



Mall of America, complete with housing for its most valued employees, and you have the
corporate nightmare that is the Center. Cipriano Algor lives with his daughter Marta and her
husband Marçal, who works as a security guard at the Center. While making a delivery, the
potter is informed that the Center will no longer be buying his wares, as they have decided to sell
a factory-made product in its place. This unexpected development suddenly leaves Cipriano
Algor without a livelihood, forced to face the possibility of having to close his workshop and
leave his home.The story of The Cave is sufficiently interesting to keep the reader involved, but
Saramago tells it at a snail’s pace. He begins with an overly detailed description of the potter’s
delivery route to the Center. Then a stray dog shows up and joins the family, an event which is
dwelt upon for quite some time. It feels as if the story takes forever to get started, when all the
while it is slowly growing on you. The reader becomes very fondly engaged in the family dynamic
between the three main characters, and the details of the ceramic processes and techniques are
surprisingly fascinating. Despite the slow-moving plot, the prose often takes the form of rapid-fire
dialogue between the family members in discussions that are often overly protracted and
repetitive. There is also quite a bit of interior dialogue, and Saramago very insightfully relates the
thought processes of his characters, even the dog. The book has no chapters, and the prose is
written in long run-on sentences devoid of punctuation but for commas, forming paragraphs that
go on for multiple pages. Dialogue is presented the same way, without quotation marks and with
only commas to separate one character’s speech from another. These stylistic choices make for
an annoying lack of clarity at times, but they do serve to speed up the reading pace.For much of
the book’s length, the reader finds himself wondering why Saramago chose to title this novel The
Cave. About halfway through the book, a cave is briefly mentioned, but it hardly seems worthy of
being the novel’s namesake. At some point I began to suspect that perhaps the title might end
up being a reference to Plato’s allegory of the cave (from The Republic), and sure enough,
eventually that turned out to be the case, and in a very heavy-handed way. After having spent so
much time wading through long, circuitous conversations, waiting to find out what the novel is
actually about, the climax is disappointingly vague and forced, a metaphor taken too far and too
literally. If you are not familiar with Plato’s allegory, then you’d better read up on it, or you will not
have a clue as to the point of the novel.Overall the merits of The Cave outweigh its faults. I quite
enjoyed the relationships between the family members (including the dog), and Saramago’s
depictions of the Center amount to a beautifully executed dystopian vision of corpocracy that
approaches the level of genius in its balance of satire and foreboding. The Cave is not
Saramago’s best-known novel (that would be Blindness) and it probably isn’t his best novel, but
it is satisfying enough to make me want to read more of his work.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “first reading of Saramago and really enjoyed although the denseness can
be heavy going - it .... first reading of Saramago and really enjoyed although the denseness can
be heavy going - it is worth the effort.”



Mrs. E. A. Brockway, “very different. This was recommended by a friend. It is very well written and
very different, and deserves the awards it has received. not an easy read, however and
fascinating never-the-less.”

Brandon, “Jose Saramago is brilliant. Great story, I love Jose Saramago's work and style of
writing. My favourite author for sure”

The book by Sara M. Burgess has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 166 people have provided feedback.
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